Occupational therapy contributes to the global health of society and individuals by enabling the right to engage in meaningful, purposeful occupations, irrespective of medical diagnosis, social stigma or prejudice. Global health should be central to occupational therapy practice, education and research.
Global health is a concept that includes many pertinent issues relevant to occupational therapy, including: non-communicable diseases (NCDs), infectious diseases, rehabilitation needs following traumatic life changes, chronic conditions, mental health and enhancing life during old age. The current climate facing health professionals is one in which occupational therapy can play a major role through the enablement of and engagement in chosen and necessary occupations, participation in communities and the creation of more meaningful lives.
In 2011 the World Health Organization (WHO) released the World Report on Disability (WHO, 2011), which for the first time examined the inequities around disability. The World Federation of Occupational Therapists (WFOT) Position Statement on Human Rights (WFOT, 2006) demonstrates our commitment to human occupation and participation. WFOT believes that occupational therapists have the knowledge and skills to support persons who experience limitations or barriers to participation in occupation. Occupational therapists have a role and responsibility to develop and synthesize knowledge to support participation; to identify and raise issues of occupational barriers and injustices; and to work with groups, communities and societies to enhance participation in occupation for all persons, and thus achieve an occupationally just society.
What are your first thoughts when you hear the term 'international (or global) citizen'? It is difficult to find a concise definition; however, numerous papers and organizations use the language of involvement and action, empowering individuals with the goal of moving towards greater social justice in all areas globally. Isn't this the language of occupational therapists?
By definition, international citizenship involves engaging with distant places and different cultures, but this is never undertaken in isolation from our own lives and communities. The focus is rather on exploring what links us to other people, places and cultures, the (e)quality of those relationships, and how we can learn from, as well as about, those people, places and cultures. All this might result in a localized expression of international citizenship, such as the challenging of a racist remark at work.
Occupational therapists need to accept professional responsibility to identify and address occupational injustices and limit their impact on individuals. Intrinsic to this is raising the collective awareness of the broader view of occupation and participation in society as a right, as is learning to work collaboratively with individuals, organizations, communities and societies, to promote participation through meaningful occupation. We need to responsibly address the issues of cultural sensitivity and fostering cultural competency (WFOT, 2009 (WFOT, , 2010 .
As the world is now our backyard, the knowledge, skills and attitudes of the occupational therapy profession are colored and shaped by diverse transcultural exposure, a oneness with humanity and fairness. Interconnectedness with the world promotes a desire to make decisions that will create a better place through engagement in occupations. (World Citizenship: A Global Ethic for Sustainable Development adapted by WFOT, 2014) Occupational therapy consists of amazing people doing amazing things in amazing settings, all over the world. I am proud to be a member of this profession and I hope to see many of you at the next WFOT Congress in South Africa in 2018.
